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Colombian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) sponsored talks in San Jose, Costa Rica, Oct.
16-18, which brought together delegates from the government, one of the two major guerrilla
forces, civil society, the UN, and foreign governments to discuss the decades-long civil war. At the
conference, as well as at a meeting of defense ministers from the hemisphere, widespread criticism
of US aid to Colombia surfaced but little progress was made on easing the conflict.
On the opening day of the San Jose conference, Jan Egeland, special representative of UN Secretary
General Kofi Annan, called on the Colombian government and the guerrillas to advance the peace
process, although he admitted the situation is very difficult. "I think Colombia is on the road to
peace," said Egeland. "But whether it will take one year or 10, I don't know." "We must redouble
our effort for peace precisely because the peace process is at a fragile stage," said Egeland. "In
Colombia, the road to peace will, without a doubt, be an uphill climb, very difficult. But we now
have a process of dialogue.
And the support of almost all civic organizations is an encouraging sign." Paz Colombia, the
coalition that organized the International Encounter for Peace, Human Rights, and International
Humanitarian Law in Colombia, had hoped for progress in reducing casualties, nearly all of whom
are civilians, and in reducing the internal upheaval. Nearly 2 million Colombians have fled their
homes during the past 15 years because of the fighting.
But Colombia's largest guerrilla army, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC),
declined the invitation to the conference, and rival right-wing paramilitary groups responsible for
the largest number of human rights abuses were not even invited. The conference ended with only a
vague call for curbing the brutality of the ongoing conflict.
In the final statement, the smaller rebel group, the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN), joined the
government and NGOs in backing peace talks and in a vague call for "humanitarian accords."

Focus shifts to Plan Colombia
With no major peace initiatives advanced, the meeting became a forum on Plan Colombia, the
US-backed anti-drug trafficking initiative many feel will exacerbate the violence (see NotiSur,
2000-07-14). Conference organizer Jorge Rojas said the conflict "threatens to take the country to the
abyss of war and close the little space left for political dialogue."
Rojas, who heads a Colombian relief organization for internal refugees, urged Colombian President
Andres Pastrana and the US to suspend the "plan of war." He also called for a 100-day cease-fire
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in Colombia beginning Dec. 1. The ELN called Plan Colombia, and the US$1.3 billion in US mostly
military aid to support it, a guise for Washington to exert control over Colombia and to increase
profits for US arms companies.
In closed-door sessions, European participants' criticism of the plan and its large military
component demonstrated Washington's growing isolation in its policy toward Colombia. "I expect
to hear a lot of criticism about the US assistance package," said Leslie Bassett, the political and
economic-affairs counselor at the US Embassy in Bogota.
Although the conference put rebels and the US diplomat under the same roof, Washington barred
Bassett from meeting directly with the guerrillas. "My instructions are no substantive contact," said
Bassett. Local Colombian officials attending the conference said Plan Colombia will intensify the
civil war. "Plan Colombia has endangered the whole peace process," said Ana Teresa Bernal, an
official from the coalition sponsoring the talks. "No good will come of this."
Manuel Alzate, mayor of Puerto Asis in the southern department of Putumayo, said campesinos in
the coca-growing department are willing to give up their drug crops in return for government aid
in growing legal crops. But they strongly object to the continued aerial spraying. "There is an even
more dangerous war than the one taking place now, and that's the biological war," said Alzate. He
said people in the area were worried that the herbicides would not only have unforeseen effects on
Colombia's environment, but might threaten animal and even human life as well as the targeted
crops. "You can"t just come and spray, that's not the solution," said Alzate. Defense Ministers also
react to Plan Colombia

Military Leaders Concerned About Plan Colombia
Meanwhile, at a meeting of two dozen defense ministers from the hemisphere in Manaus, Brazil,
on Oct. 17, US Defense Secretary William Cohen warned of the danger of Colombia's drug trade
spreading to its neighbors. "I believe that drug trafficking is not isolated to Colombia. I know it's
not," Cohen said at the Fourth Defense Ministerial of the Americas. "Working together, we hope to
help Colombia in their time of need and prevent the conflict from shifting Colombia's problems to
its neighbors."
Defense ministers from Colombia's neighbors, however, were convinced their countries were
already affected and Plan Colombia would exacerbate the problems. Ecuadoran Defense Minister
Adm. Hugo Unda Aguirre said his country is worried the plan will increase the numbers of
guerrillas and drug traffickers crossing into Ecuador. He said that at least 1,000 Colombian refugees
have crossed the border, and thousands more are expected.
Brazil has offered limited support in the form of data from its still-unfinished state-of-the-art radar
monitoring system Sivam, and tighter controls on chemicals used to make cocaine. But Brazil has
made it clear it will not be drawn into a multinational operation in Colombia. "Plan Colombia refers
to Colombia," said Brazilian President Fernando Henrique Cardoso at the opening session. "It has
nothing to with Brazil." "We're worried about the military plan," said Venezuelan Defense Minister
Gen. Ismael Hurtado Soucre. "The way that it's done could generate more violence."
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But US Deputy Undersecretary of Defense James Bodner said the US-backed plan would go ahead
with or without full regional support, reported a Pentagon official present at the meeting who asked
not to be named. "He [Bodner] complained about the lack of solidarity by South America," said
Deputy Joao Herrmann Neto of Brazil's House Foreign Relations Committee, who also attended the
meeting. Herrmann said some delegates objected to the US position and tone, which he described
as "typical US superiority." [Sources: CNN, 10/14/00; Notimex, 10/16/00, 10/17/00; El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), Inter Press Service, Reuters, 10/17/00; Associated Press, The Miami Herald, Spanish news
service EFE, 10/17/00, 10/18/00]

-- End --
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